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Mandatory Voting, and House Bill 5717, An Act Concerning Universal Civic
Duty Voting
Senator Flexer, Representative Blumenthal, Ranking Members Sampson and
Mastrofrancesco, and distinguished members of the Government Administration and

Elections Committee:

My name is Jess Zaccagnino, and I am the policy counsel for the American Civil
Liberties Union of Connecticut (ACLU-CT). I am writing to testify on House Bill 5087,
An Act Concerning Ranked-Choice Voting for State and Federal Offices, House Bill
5133, An Act Concerning Ranked Choice Voting for Municipal Offices, House Bill
5701, An Act Instituting Ranked Choice Voting for Municipal, State, and Federal
Elections, House Bill 5712, An Act Establishing a Task Force to Study Ranked-Choice
Voting in Certain Elections, Senate Bill 389, An Act Concerning Ranked-Choice
Voting, House Bill 5704, An Act Concerning Mandatory Voting, and House Bill 5717,
An Act Concerning Universal Civic Duty Voting.

Connecticut’s history with voting rights is long, checkered, and in many ways
shamefully suppressive. We encourage this Committee to first address the major
structural issues present in our voting system, particularly those that most
disenfranchise Black and Latinx voters, low-income voters, disabled voters, elderly

voters, women, and LGBTQ+ voters.



From its early days, Connecticut has been the least expansive for voting rights for
Black people of all the New England states, amending the state constitution to
explicitly limit the franchise to white people in 1818 when other neighboring states
allowed Black men to vote without significant restriction.! After Connecticut ratified
the Fifteenth Amendment, which guaranteed the right to vote to men of all races,? it
took a further six years for Connecticut to amend its own state constitution to remove
language restricting voting to white people.3 Connecticut was the last New England
state to allow Black men to vote.# Connecticut was one of only twelve states using a
literacy test into the 1950s,> and it was not ended until the federal Voting Rights Act
finally banned them nationwide, when, in August 1965, the State Attorney General
issued an opinion clarifying that the federal Voting Rights Act’s prohibition on

literacy tests took precedence over the state law that allowed them.6

Some voting laws and practices are still in effect in Connecticut which
disproportionately harm voters of color. The state’s well-known limitations on
alternatives to in-person Election Day voting, for example, disproportionately harm
Black and Latinx voters, who are more likely to face barriers to voting on Election
Day.” So do laws which restrict voting for people convicted of felonies and people on

parole, due to systemic racism in the criminal legal system.® Election management
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practices, repeated year after year, result in long lines in the urban areas where

Connecticut’s voters of color are most concentrated.?

The ACLU-CT applauds the concept of investigating new ways to increase voter
participation and the diversity of candidates that voters may choose from, and
whether these policies may positively contribue to voting accessibility in Connecticut.
But we must first address the rampant voting access issues in our state. Until this
legislature passes an early voting plan that is truly equitable, we remain one of four
states without early voting. At the same time, we are one of fifteen states lacking no-
excuse absentee voting.l1® Connecticut continues its archaic practice of
disenfranchising people with felony convictions, while incompetent elections
administration within our prisons disenfranchises people held in prison who never
lost their right to vote in the first place. In the 2020 election, many eligible voters
held pre-trial or for misdemeanors in Connecticut’s jails and prisons could not
exercise their fundamental right to vote because they could not complete the
registration process or they could not return their ballots in time for Election Day.1!
These limitations combine to make Connecticut, in one voting rights group’s
estimation, the fourth worst state in the nation for voting options.!? We strongly
encourage this Committee to first address the major structural issues present in our
voting system, such as the lack of early voting and no-excuse absentee voting,

disenfranchisement of people incarcerated on a felony conviction, and de-facto
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disenfranchisement of incarcerated people due to poor election administration in

prisons, to ensure that voting in our state is truly accessible and meaningful.



